tilted 


after. 


THE  AESTHETIC  QUEST  AND  PUBLIC  LIFE 


After  reading  Peanuts , "we 
realize  that  we  have  emerged 
from  the  banal  round  of 
consumption  and  escapism, 
and  have  almost  reached  the 
threshold  of  meditation.  The 
most  amazing  proof  of  this  is 
that  while  distinctly  "culti- 
vated" comics,  like  Pogo,  appeal 
only  to  intellectuals  (and  are 
consumed  by  the  mass  audience 
only  through  distraction) , 
Peanuts  charms  both  the  sophis- 
ticated adults  and  children  with 
equal  intensity,  as  if  each 
reader  found  there  something  for 
himself,  and  it  is  always  the 
same  thing,  to  be  enjoyed  in  two 
different  keys." 

Umberto  Eco,  "On  (Crazy  (Cat  and 
Peanuts'* , 1963 


After  Tilted  Are:  The  Aesthetic 
Quest  and  Public  Life 


Since  Tilted  Are  by  Richard 
Serra  was  installed  at  Jacob 
Javits  Federal  Plaza  in  1981, 
the  New  York  art  community 
and  local  federal  employees 
have  hotly  debated  the  value 
and  permanence  of  this  nat- 
ionally financed  outdoor 
sculpture.  In  the  winter 
of  1982  over  1000  federal 
employees  signed  a petition 
protesting  the  installation 
of  the  Arc  without  their 
input  because  it  "brutally 
destroys  the  plaza's  vistas 
and  amenities".  Then  on 
March  6-8,  1985,  a General 
Services  Administration (GSA) 
panel  held  hearings  to  air 
public  opinions  about  the 
Arc.  After  an  extremely 
distinguished  series  of 
art  world  figures  and  local 
users  testified,  the  panel 
recommended  that  the 
sculpture  be  relocated. 

At  the  end  of  May,  Dwight  Ink, 
acting  administrator  of  the 
GSA,  requested  that  the 
National  endowment  of  the 
Arts  (NEA)  form  a panel  to 
judge  the  appropriateness 
of  offered  alternative  sites 
for  the  Tilted  Aro» (How  these 
alternative  sites  will  be 
made  available  is  not  known 
at  the  time  of  this  writing.) 

He  also  ordered  that  the 
Tilted  Arc  not  be  destroyed 
and  that  Serra  be  consulted 
by  the  panel.  According  to 
Gustave  Harrow,  Serra* s 
lawyer,  Serra  reiterated  that 
the  site  is  part  of  the  sculp- 
ture) therefore,  the  removal 
of  the  Arc  destroys  the  work. 

If  removed,  Serra  will  not 

acknowledge  the  Arc  as  his 

work.  Harrow  hopes  the 

panel  will  acknowledge 

the  sculpture  as  site 

specific  and  recommend  that 

the  Arc  remain  at  Federal 

Plaza.  By  the  time  of  the 

STOREFRONT  exhibit  in  November, 

Harrow  projects  that  the  NEA 

panel  may  have  been  chosen 

but  no  deliberations  will  have  begui 


Yet  as  final  decisions  approach, 
serious  discussion  was  avoided 
about  two  questions:  What  art  can 
fill  the  demands  of  aesthetic 
creation  and  the  life  of  the 
public?  and  How  does  Tilted  Axe 
or  j.ts  plaza  satisfy  those  demands? 
Instead  of  these  issues,  the 
testimony  at  the  hearings  discussed 
artist's  freedom  from  censorship, 
the  government's  spoken  contract 
of  premanence  for  Tilted  Arc 
and  other  GSA  sculpture,  and 
the  rights  of  the  local  public 
to  decide  upon  local  coutuunity 
issues.  The  monstrous  scale  of 
oar  urban  life  and  the  fears  of 
losing  the  few  federal  dollars 
to  sponsor  public  art  justify 
the  arguments  of  each  site. 

STOREFRONT  hopes  to  add  to  the 
next  chapter  of  Tilted  Arc's 
history.  By  using  the  ideas 
generated  during  the  controversy , 

25  artists  will  create  visual  and 
written  proposals  for  Serra's 
Federal  Plaza  site  that  attempts 
to  bridge  the  gap  between  the 
aesthetic  elite  and  the  public. 
STOREFRONT  has  asked  the  artists 
to  attempt  one  of  the  following: 

Explain,  narrate,  or  invent  the 
public  mythology  that  Tilted  Arc 
can  provide  for  the  average  and 
sophisticated  viewer. 

Redesign  the  plaza  or  Tilted  Arc 
to  provide  a synthesis  of  the 
needs  of  the  public  and  the  Arc. 

Propose  a new  public  artwork 
for  the  plaza. 


Photographs  by  Sylvie  Cochelin 
and  Glenn  Weiss 
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Curator's  statement  Tom  FlNKELPEARL 


My  first  museum  job  was  at  the 
Hudson  River  Museum  where  I began 
as  Director  of  Public  Relations 
in  1980.  To  my  delight,  the 
first  exhibition  I was  to  work 
on  was  a major  show  of  new  work 
by  one  of  my  heros,  Richard 
Serra.  After  a nice  opening 
attended  by  a laxge  group  of 
artworld  Manhanttan i tes , the 
show  drew  a violent  reaction 
from  the  local  audience. 
Memberships  to  the  museum  were 
canceled*  the  piece  was  struck 
by  canes*  people  inquired  if  the 
museum  was  open,  and,  if  so, 
where  was  the  art?  As  a novice 
PR  man,  I was  in  the  difficult 
position  of  explaining  Serra1 s 
complex  ideas  to  an  outraged 
public.  During  and  after  this 
trial'  by  fire  at  my  new  job,  I 
began  to  think  seriously  about 
artistic  communication  and  the 
relationship  between  a work  of 
art  and  its  audience.  As  an 
artist,  my  work  began  to  turn 
toward  "viewer  oriented"  work 
and  my  curatorial  inclinations 
reflected  this  preocupation  -- 
in  a series  of  shows  as  P.S.l 
and  The  Clocktower,  where  I now 
work. 


when  the  controversy  around 
Serra 's  Tilted  Arc  broke  out,  I 
was  not  surprised.  As  I had 
learned  in  Yonkers,  Serra 's 
conceptual  vocabulary  is  simply 
inaccessible  to  amyone  unfamiliar 
with  modernism,  minimalism,  and 
the  recent  history  of  site 
specific  sculpture.  The  piece 
was  destined  to  be  unpopular  — 
which  is  not  to  say  that  I favor 
Tilted  Arc's  removal.  As  a 
curator,  I feel  the  destruction 
of  the  piece  would  be  a major 
blow  to  the  placement  of  serious 
work  in  public  sites. 

The  only  positive  aspect  of  the 
Tilted  Arc  controversy  is  that 
it  has  produced  a lively  discus- 
sion about  public  art  (from 
whence  this  exhibition  springs). 
However,  this  discussion  has 
been  i ncomplete  in  that  there 
has  been  little  talk  about  what 
sort  of  work  could  have  succeeded 
both  aesthetically  and  sociologi- 
cally, both  for  the  general 
public  and  the  cogniscenti.  What 
work  could  have  "pleased  and 
instructed"  everyone?  Serra' s 
highly  principled  minimalism 
instructed  without  pleasing  many. 
A kitchy  realist  sculpture 
likely  would  have  pleased  without 
instructing.  I do  not  believe 
that  those  are  the  only  two 
alternatives.  When  I agreed  to 
help  curate  this  exhibition,  it 
was  in  hopes  of  finding  works 
that  are  multi-dimensional 
enough  to  bridge  the  communica- 
tion gap  that  currently  exists 
between  the  two  sides  of  the 
Tilted  Arc  debate. 


Director's  statement 


Glenn  WEISS 


1985  is  a difficult  year  in 
the  infancy  of  American  public 
art.  In  spite  of  the  Battery 
Park  City  Projects,  New  York 
has  or  will  witness  the  destr- 
uction of  The  Garden  of  Eden 
by  Adam  Purple,  the  last  year 
of  "Art  on  the  Beach"  by 
Creative  Time,  and  the 
hearings  that  recommended 
the  removal  of  Tilted  Arc 
by  Richard  Serra.  Private 
art  has  dramatically  expanded 
with  the  entrenchment  of  the 
■ East  Village  galleries,  the 
proposed  and  completed  museum 
expansions  by  MOMA,  the 
Whitney,  and  the  Guggenheim, 
and  the  corporate  headquarter 
displays  at  IBM  and  Equitable. 
While  private  art  - art  created 
for  meditation  by  artistically 
sensitive  and  educated  people  - 
is  unquestionably  important  to 
our  culture;  public  art  has  yet 
to  establish  a valuable 
relationship  with  the  public. 


Adam  Purple  dedicated  ten 
years  of  daily  energy  to 
create  and  to  maintain  a place 
of  personal  and  cosmunal  hope 
in  the  Lower  East  Side.  In 
September  198S,  The  Garden  of 
Eden,  composed  of  48  arcs  of 
soil,  will  be  destroyed  through 
the  collective  approvals  of 
federal,  state,  and  city 
agencies.  Just  liXe  the 
Tilted  Aro  hearings,  the 
officials  could  not  under- 
stand or  feel  the  intrinsic 
value  of  art  set  in  the  public 
realm.  The  defenders  of  the 
art  barely  took  the  expressed 
needs  of  the  local  public 
seriously.  If  both  spontan- 
eous local  art  and  nationally 
financed  art  cannot  be  under- 
stood as  valuable  by  the 
general  public,  then  our  culture's 
gap  between  art  and  life  is  truly 
an  unfortunate  anomaly  in  human 
history.  I believe  the  gap 
can  be  filled. 


While  filling  the  gaps,  public 
artists  must  overcome  the  argu= 
ments  consistently  stated  by 
private  artists  and  their 
apoligists. 

Public  art,  by  satisfying 
the  demands  of  the  public, 
will  necessarily  be  mediocre 
arts 

Public  art  traditionally 
expressed  the  communally 
held  values  and  beliefs. 

We  exist  in  a diverse 
culture  without  agreed 
upon  communal  values  to 
express. 

All  complaints  about  private 
art  by  the  public  are  a 
result  of  resistance  to 
change  and  poor  education. 

Time  will  heal  both. 

The  first  and  third  arguments 
originate  in  the  street  version 
of  avant-garde  mythology  and 
ignore  the  thousands  of  years 
of  quality  art  created  by 
shamen,  priests,  and  artisans 
that  was  accepted  by  their 
various  cultures.  The  second 
argument  is  simply  false  and 
more  accurately  reflects  the 
decision  for  freedom  of  speech 
and  minority  rights  against  the 
tyranny  of  the  majority.  This 
fear  of  a taonolythic  value 

system  contributed  to  the  twentieth 
century  favorism  toward  critically 
negative  art  and  "a^value"  formal, 
phenomological  art  and  disfavor 
toward  the  positive  art  (usually 
conceived  as  niava,  for  the 
critically  positive  art  is  not 
well  understood).  Clearly, 

Tilted  Arc  is  a product  of  these 
prejudices  and  conceptions. 


If  we  are  to  find  a public  art, 
the  new  public  artiste  must 
"leave"  art  and  immerse  themselves 
in  the  conscious  and  unconscious 
dilemmas  within  the  life  of  our 
culture.  Such  performance  artists 
as  Tehching  Hsich,  and  Mierle 
Ukeles  have  "left"  to  make  life, 
itself,  art.  Once  the  new  public 
artsts  turn  their  mind  toward  life , 
the  specialized  knowledge  and 
skills  gained  inside  the  20th 
century  art  guild  can  be  used 
and  expanded  to  create  an  art 
that  states  a clear  opinion  in 
a public  debate.  Once  the  artist 
and  public  are  inside  a 
circular  web  together,  the 
struggles  and  accomodations 
among  them  will  lead  the  public 
artist  to  those  significant 
images  or  objects  that  become 
the  symbolic  representation  of 
the  culture's  many  myths  and 
values. 

Seven  years  after  Adam  Purple 
planted  The  Garden  of  Eden, 

Richard  Serra  installed  Tilted 
Arc  as  pure  phenomenon,  lacking 
a public  narrative.  Rather  than 
heal  the  wounds  inflicted  upon 
people  by  modem  urbanism,  like 
the  Garden,  Tilted  Arc  accentuates 
the  pain  to  bring  awareness. 

The  Garden  of  Eden  will  be  buried 
without  initiating  local  garden 
preservation  or  without  showing 
the  value  of  art  as  an  integral 
part  of  daily  life.  STOREFRONT'S 
exhibition  of  new  architecture 
built  to  the  demands  of  the  garden 
and  art  may  not  have  convinced 
the  city  to  change  its  course, 
but  introduce  new  concerns  into 
architecture.  I hope  this 
exhibition,  "After  Tilted  Arc", 
will  help  make  Tilted  Arc  a 
turning  point  toward  new  work 
that  merges  the  aesthetic  quest 
and  public  life,  and  support  the 
few  public  artists  resisting  the 
temptation  to  privatize  their 
work  for  collectors'  attics  and 
museum  basements. 
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